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Available online: The primary objective of this research is to identify the mechanisms and policies through
August 30, 2025 which the Iranian government has systematically hindered the social integration of Afghan
migrants. Methods: This qualitative research adopts an institutional approach to analyze
Iran’s immigration policies. Utilizing library-based sources, the study integrates theories of
"immigration policy" and "Gordon's social integration" to provide a comprehensive
examination of the subject. Findings: The migration of Afghans to Iran and their continuous
presence over the past five decades have raised numerous socio-cultural challenges. Social
integration, defined as the process through which migrants assimilate into the host society
by adopting its values, language, and institutional structures, remains a fundamental issue
in immigration policy. However, despite significant cultural and historical commonalities
between Iran and Afghanistan, the social integration of Afghan migrants into Iranian society
has not been realized. A review of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s immigration policies,
particularly since the 1990s, indicates that the Iranian state has not only lacked the political
will to facilitate integration but has also implemented policies predominantly driven by
security-oriented considerations. These policies have systematically obstructed social
integration and resulted in the social exclusion of Afghan migrants. Conclusion: The
Keywords: findings of this study reveal that the restrictive nature of Iran’s immigration policies has not
Social integration7 Iran, only impeded the active participation and integration of Afghan migrants within Iranian
Iranian society, society but has also generated negative security and social repercussions. Accordingly,
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g g while mitigating the adverse consequences of the current approach.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The issue of Afghan immigration to Iran
over the past five decades has emerged as
one of the most significant social
phenomena in contemporary Iranian
society. With a population of over four
million Afghan immigrants and refugees
residing in Iran, the process of social
integration has become a crucial and
contested field of academic inquiry and
policy debate. While numerous studies
have addressed various social, cultural,
and economic aspects of Afghan migrants
in Iran (Farrash et al., 2025; Ruhani et al.,
2024), few have analyzed the political
mechanisms and state-driven policies that
actively hinder the social integration
process. This research fills that gap by
focusing on how state migration policies—
rooted in concerns of national interest,
cultural identity, and security—have
contributed to  the  institutional
marginalization of Afghan immigrants in
Iranian society.

The theoretical framework of this study
is built on the complementarity of two
models: the Theory of Migration Policies,
which explains the rationale behind
restrictive state policies based on national
interests (Hosseini et al, 2025), and
Gordon’s Seven-Stage Social Assimilation
Theory (Kivisto, 2005), which defines
integration as a multi-layered process
from cultural adaptation to civic
assimilation. These frameworks enable a
critical examination of how Iran’s
migration policies—particularly in
domains such as work, housing, legal
identity, and public services—prevent
immigrants from progressing beyond the
initial stage of cultural assimilation.

highlights  the
Iranian state’s

This study also
contradiction in the

approach: while promoting shared cultural
values and religious traditions, it
simultaneously enforces exclusionary
legal and administrative barriers. As a
result, Afghan immigrants often remain
socially and legally peripheral, affecting
not only their well-being but also long-
term national cohesion and sustainable
development. The key research question
addressed in this study is: “What policies
have the Islamic Republic of Iran
implemented that hinder the social
integration of Afghan immigrants?”

2. Methods

This qualitative study employed a
document-based methodology rooted in
institutional analysis. Primary data were
collected through extensive library
research and documentary analysis,
including academic papers, legal texts,
government regulations, and reports from
international and national agencies. The
research adopts an institutional approach
to examine how formal and informal
institutions—ranging from legal systems
and governmental bodies to cultural
norms and public discourses—shape and
restrict the integration process. Following
Oliver E. Williamson’s four-tier model of
institutions (Nazari, 2016), the analysis
focused on two levels: formal institutions
(e.g., migration laws, labor regulations, and
citizenship rules) and informal institutions
(e.g., social norms, media discourses, and
public perceptions). Thematic analysis was
used to interpret the gathered texts, and
categories were developed based on the
recurring patterns of exclusion and
restriction. Emphasis was placed on how
these institutional factors align with the
theoretical assumptions of migration
policy theory and Gordon’s model to
understand their cumulative impact on
Afghan immigrants’ integration.
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3. Results

The findings of this study indicate that
Iran’s migration policy framework
systematically prevents Afghan
immigrants from achieving meaningful
social integration beyond cultural
adaptation. The analysis is divided into
four primary policy domains: labor laws,
residency and movement regulations,
access to public services, and nationality
and intermarriage policies.

Labor Policies: Afghan immigrants face
numerous legal barriers in the Iranian
labor market, including occupational
restrictions and the necessity of
temporary permits (Hosseini et al., 2025:
156). Despite their significant contribution
to construction, agriculture, and industrial
sectors, they remain excluded from labor
rights, social security, and union
representation.

Residency and Movement: The
“Settlement Zoning Policy,” which limits
migrants' right to reside in specific
provinces, has created patterns of spatial
segregation and urban marginalization
(Farrash et al, 2025). Although some
provinces have recently been opened for
limited settlement, the general trend
remains restrictive.

Citizenship and Marriage: Iran’s
nationality law, particularly regarding the
children of Iranian women married to
foreign men, has historically denied legal
identity to many second-generation
immigrants. Although recent reforms have
somewhat eased these conditions,
bureaucratic obstacles still impede access
to legal status (Vahdati-Shabiri, 2014).

Public Services: Access to education
and healthcare remains limited for
undocumented Afghan immigrants. While
over 600,000 Afghan students are
currently enrolled in Iranian schools

(ISNA, 2022), undocumented children
often face enrollment barriers. Healthcare
access is similarly constrained, especially
for vulnerable groups such as refugees
without valid permits.

Despite some limited improvements—
such as increased university enrollment
and partial reforms in nationality laws—
overall integration is hindered by policies
aimed at deterring long-term settlement
and preserving the national identity and
security discourse. These restrictions not
only delay structural integration but also
amplify social stigma and institutional
discrimination.

4. Conclusion

This study concludes that Iranian
migration policies are primarily designed
to control and contain, rather than
integrate, Afghan immigrants. Although
many Afghans have culturally adapted to
Iranian society—through  language,
religion, and education—they are often
prevented from achieving structural,
institutional, or civic assimilation due to
restrictive state policies. These limitations
reflect a deeper ideological orientation
wherein immigrants are framed as
temporary guests or potential threats to
national coherence (Azam Azadeh &
Mozaffari, 2018). Consequently, social
integration remains partial and fragile,
contributing to the long-term
marginalization of a large immigrant
population.

In light of these findings, policy
recommendations are essential. Firstly,
gradual liberalization of labor rights—
particularly in industrial provinces—could
enable economic integration. Secondly,
easing zoning policies would allow
migrants to settle in areas with better
employment and service infrastructure.
Thirdly, reforms to nationality laws should

Gholam Abbas Hosseini, Hossein Rafie, Mohammad Radmard. Policies Preventing the Social Integration of Afghan
Immigrants into Iranian Society

10.22080 /s5i.2025.28529.2257

Volume 12. Issue 25. Spring and Summer 2025. Pages 251 to 281.



https://doi.org/10.22080/ssi.2025.28529.2257
https://doi.org/10.22080/ssi.2025.28529.2257

Volume 12. Issue 25. Spring and Summer 2025. Pages 251 to 281.

254

Sociology of Social Institutions

be fully implemented to ensure that
children of Iranian mothers receive timely
citizenship. ~ Finally, = undocumented
migrants should be granted conditional
access to basic healthcare and education
services, as supported by international
human rights standards.

Nonetheless, the study acknowledges
the importance of migration control. The
Iranian state retains the sovereign right to
monitor and prevent unauthorized
entries, which is vital for the national
order. However, policies must balance
control  with  humane integration
strategies that promote dignity, security,
and societal stability. Only through a
rights-based, inclusive migration

framework can Iran hope to transform its
current challenges into developmental
opportunities.
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